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Abstract 
The importance of examination as an integral part of education cannot be denied. Also, nothing affects learners more than 
assessment and it is such a complicated process which is related to various kinds of factors. On the other hand, despite the fact 
that there is lots of research investigating factors affecting learners' performance in the examination, there is sacristy of research 
reporting learners' attitudes in this regard. Hence, based on metacognition and self- reflection conceptualizations, this study was 
an attempt to further our understanding of the factors affecting learners' performance in course examination with a focus on their 
attitude. Data was collected delivering up two set of questionnaires, developed by Rasul and Bukhsh (2011) and Cassady and 
Johnson (2002), to 30 TEFL freshman learners from Razi University. The obtained data was analyzed using descriptive statistics 
i.e. computing related frequency and mean for each category of the questionnaires. The difficulty level of the test, the 
environment of the examination administration, lack of familiarity with the examination objectives, anxiety and family problems 
were among the most cited factors. Bearing the importance of washback effect concept in mind, results of this study will have 
implications for university administrators, instructors, learners and their families. 
© 2014 Neemati, Hoshangi, and Shurideh.Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
Selection and peer-review under responsibility of Urmia University, Iran. 
Keywords: Students' variables (cognitive anxiety and personal factors); examination variables (extrinsic, intrinsic, and miscellaneous factors); 
Iranian students. 
* Corresponding author. Tel.: +989181304687 
E-mail address: A.shuride@gmail.com 
 2014 Ameneh Shurideh. Published by Elsevier Ltd. Open access under CC BY-NC-ND license. 
Selection and peer-review under responsibility of Urmia University, Iran.
1332   Nayereh Neemati et al. /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  98 ( 2014 )  1331 – 1339 
1. Introduction 
 
Examination is an integral part of teaching process since it acts as a tool to collect data about student's progress and 
achievement in a course. The results of the obtained data from examinations could be used by instructors and 
practitioners to make decision about what modifications should be done in the future courses or what points should 
be emphasized. Therefore, having the well-known concept of washback effect, which refers to the effect of testing 
on teaching and learning, (Fulcher& Dvidson, 2007) in mind, there is a reciprocal relation between teaching and 
testing process. This fact doubles the importance of examination. In this regard, Bersoff (1996) argued that "testing 
is the primary means by which the major decision about people lives are made in industry, education, the military, 
hospital, and mental health clinic" (p. 1). 
 
On the other hand, understanding the logic of the learners seems necessary. As Strevens (1980) stated: "The best 
teachers know their pupils, encourage them, show concern for them, find out their interests, discover their learning 
preferences, and monitor their progress with a sympathetic eye" (p. 28). 
 
"Examination is conducted to test the ability of the student and find out if he/she has reached a certain standard of 
academic learning and knowledge"(Iqbal, 1996, Cited in Rasul & Bukhsh, 2011). With such an understanding, the 
interested parties in teaching process might be interested in testing process. In this regards, different studies tried to 
examine the factors which might influence the nature of examination and test-takers performance; for example, 
Rasul and Bukhsh (2011) studied the factors affecting students' performance in examination at university level. They 
investigated the impact of some problems related to test rubric, test prompt, test administration, examination hall, 
learners' family problem on students' performance in examination.  
 
There are also many research studies that investigated students' academic performance by focusing on the 
cognitive dimension of text anxiety (Cassady & Johnson, 2002; Limber & Morris, 1967). Cognitive test anxiety is 
“composed of individuals' cognitive reactions to evaluative situations, or internal dialogue regarding evaluative 
situations, in the times prior to, during, and after evaluative tasks” (Cassady &Johnson, 2002, p.272). The thoughts 
of individuals dealing with high levels of cognitive test anxiety are mostly (a) comparing self-performance to peers, 
(b) considering the consequences of failure, (c) low levels of confidence in performance, (d) excessive worry over 
evaluation, (e) causing sorrow for their parents, (f) feeling unprepared for tests, and (g) loss of self-worth 
(Deffenbacher, 1980; Depreeuw, 1984; Hembree, 1988; Morris et al., 1981). In addition, the cognitive component of 
test anxiety is the factor most consistently found to be associated with declines in test performance (Hembree, 1988). 
Another study conducted by Birjandi and Alemi (2010) studied anxiety as an affective trait of Iranian L2 learners 
and investigated the relationship between test anxiety and test performance. Moreover, they found out how each 
constituent of test anxiety was related to test performance. In Sullivan (2002)’s study, the effects of high level of test 
anxiety on attention and memory skills have been examined. Results demonstrated that individuals with higher level 
of test anxiety showed less attention and false remembering on tasks.  
 
In the case of examination's difficulty and its relation to students' performance, several studies have been carried 
out. For instance, Bersoff, (1996) investigated the effect of test administration on test takers further life. Danili and 
Reid, (2006) explored the relationship among two cognitive styles; FD/FI and convergent/ divergent and the format 
of assessment (multiple-choice, short answer, and structural communication grid). They concluded that some factors 
affect pupils' test performance, namely; the content and presentation of the test, the format of the test, and the 
psychology of the individuals.  
 
In the case of both examination and learners, these studies investigated different problematic factors caused 
irregularity in students' performance. They illustrated the importance of examination in teaching process and which 
factors might be taken into account, as well as, the importance of cognitive factors on learners' test performance. It is 
implied from the above studies that examination is multidimensional process. That is, examination system has many 
factors, which affect directly or indirectly on students’ performance during examination. Therefore, test developers 
must be aware of the impacts of different examination's dimensions include contextual, cognitive or psychological, 
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educational, and cultural factors on students' performance in examination. So in order to make examination system 
meaningful, it is necessary to control these factors. Despite the wide range of investigation in the areas of factors 
affecting test performance, there is a lack of research study looking at both students' variables and examination 
variables. Also very little research has been conducted on the impact of these factors particularly in EFL contexts in 
Iran.  
 
In particular, with regard to the obstacles that many students experience which could easily be observed in the 
educational system of Iran (the importance of final exam, inappropriate exam conditions such as noise, air 
conditioning, behavior of invigilators, and administrating the exam of different discipline at the same time in a same 
place etc…), the present study intended to investigate the learners' attitudes towards factors affecting their exam 
performance to provide empirical evidence to encourage decision maker/academic staff to provide students with 
better exam situation and eliminate any suspicious factor which might affect their exam performance. In other word, 
importance of finding the factors affecting student's performance in examination was discussed for improving the 
examination quality not from the perspective of test makers but from the student's perspective. Moreover, it might be 
helpful to modify the growing belief in Iran that examination is the only measurement tool that can evaluate the 
actual students' knowledge and skills they acquired during the course. Therefore, the aim of this study was to 
investigate the factors affecting students' performance in examination. In this regard, two variables namely; students' 
variables (cognitive anxiety and personal factors) and examination variables (extrinsic, intrinsic, and miscellaneous 
factors) were examined from the students' perspective.  
 
2. Method 
 
2.1. Participants 
 
Thirty Iranian freshmen students (18 females and 12 males) majoring in English Language and Literature in Razi 
University participated in this study. All students were recruited from one instructor’s courses during the same 
academic year but from two different classes. All of them have experienced 12 years examination before they were 
admitted to the university, i.e. they completely are familiar with the nature of examination. However, they 
considered as the newcomers to the academic education; therefore, they might experience more anxiety and 
difficulty during exam season than the senior students. In addition, the nature of their field of study — English 
Language and Literature – was assumed as the second factor for which the researchers of the present study selected 
them as participants. That is, since freshmen EFL learners have less expertise in language learning due to their less 
extensive exposure to the language learning process, they might have experienced more anxiety when attending 
exam. Therefore, the target subjects for the present study were only selected among freshmen University students. 
 
2.2. Instruments 
 
In order to collect data from the participants, two questionnaires having 25 and 27 statements developed by 
Rasul and Bukhsh (2011) and Cassady and Johnson (2002) respectively, have been modified and used. The first 
questionnaire was developed by Rasul and Bukhsh (2011). It composed of 25 statements and it is a five point Likert-
type scale, with responses ranging from strongly agreed (5) to strongly disagree (1). The other scales ranged between 
these two extremes include agree (4), uncertain (3), and disagree (2). This questionnaire investigated the extrinsic, 
intrinsic, miscellaneous, and personal factors. To be reliable in context of Iran and reduce the items ambiguity, the 
researcher by the guidance of an expert modified the original version of questionnaire. 
 
The latter, was developed by Cassady and Johnson, (2002) and it investigated cognitive anxiety test related 
to learners themselves. The participants should answered 27 statements on a four point Likert-type scale (1 = Not at 
all typical of me, 2 = only somewhat typical of me, 3 = Quite typical of me, and 4 = Very typical of me). 
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2.3. Data Analysis 
 
Data were analyzed based on the procedures in the previous studies (Rasul, & Bukhsh, 2011 and Cassady, 
& Johnson, 2002). That is, in the case of the first questionnaire, the mean scores were calculated for all statements. 
In this regard, the scale values from strongly agree to strongly disagree were changed from 5 to 1. So that the 
following formula was used to obtain the mean of each statement: 
 
 
Mean Score= (FSAx5+Fax4+FUNCx3+FDAx2+FSDAx1) 
N 
 
Frequency    Value 
FSA: frequency of strongly agree:  5 
FA: frequency of agree:   4 
FUNC: frequency of uncertain:  3 
FDA: frequency of disagree  2 
FSDA: frequency of strongly disagree 1 
 
For mean score the norms were considered 3.00. Therefore, each statement with the mean 3.00 or above 3.00 
influences the students' performance in examination. Coronbach alpha was computed for this questionnaire (α. 0.78) 
which was illustrated in table 2.1. 
 
Table 2.1  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Total scores of all participants were computed in the second questionnaire. In this regard, the four Point Likert-type 
scales with responses ranging from 'Not at all like me' to ' very much like me' got values from 1 to 4. The range of 
possible scores may be changed from 27 to l08. So that participant's score showed his/her degree of cognitive test 
anxiety. The greater the score are, the higher the cognitive test anxiety will be. In this case, the students with higher 
cognitive test anxiety must be considered as a low performer or performed poorly in examination. Coronbach alpha 
also was computed for this questionnaire (α. 0.85) which was shown in table 2.2.  
 
Table. 2.2 
 
 
 
 
 
Reliability Statistics 
Cronbach's 
Alpha 
N of Items 
.784 25 
Reliability Statistics 
Cronbach's Alpha N of Items 
.856 27 
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3. Results and Discussion 
 
The obtained results from two questionnaires indicated a significant influence caused by the factors on 
students' performance in exam. Consequently, these findings were discussed in detail into five parts, namely; 
intrinsic factors, extrinsic factors, miscellaneous factors, personal factors, and cognitive test anxiety. For the first 
four factors, tables with their mean scores were illustrated to show the impacts of each of them on students' 
performance in examination from the perspective of students themselves (from tables 3.1 to 3.4).  
 
3.1. Intrinsic Factors 
 
Paper question, test rubric, and the type of question or prompt sometimes are problematic parts of each 
examination. That is, most of the time questions are not standard and do not observe the norms of a real exam. 
Besides, there might be some problems in the stem of questions (ambiguity, repetition, lack of context, number of 
question, and so on), rubrics, alternatives, order of questions, objective of examinations, questions methodology, and 
so on. As illustrated in table 3.1, these factors seemed problematic form the students' viewpoint during their 
performance in exam. That is, their mean scores were above 3.00.  
 
Table 3.1: Mean for intrinsic factors 
Intrinsic factors Means 
Similarities in questions affect students’ performance 4.17 
Preparation of exams without determining objectives affects 
students’ performance in exams. 
4.43 
Methods of exam preparation affect students’ performance  3.93 
Change of question pattern in examination affect students’ 
performance 
3.70 
Method of answering questions affects students’ performance 
in examinations 
3.63 
Ambiguity in questions affects students 'performance in 
examinations.  
4.33 
Difficult questions affect students’ performance in examination 4.47 
Easy questions effect on students’ performance 
 
4.20 
Selection of questions from easy to difficult or vice versa 
affects students’ performance  
 
4.13 
 
Among these factors, difficult question, ambiguity in question, and preparation of exam without 
determining its objectives gained higher mean scores than the others.  
 
3.2. Extrinsic Factors 
 
These factors relate to administration of examination or its presentation. So that examination hall, 
invigilates, setting, pattern of sitting, and type of help and direction in examination hall are belonged to this 
category. Based on the students' attitudes these factors are also problematic. The mean scores for each of these 
factors were illustrated in table 3.2. 
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Table 3.2: Mean for extrinsic factors 
Extrinsic factors Mean scores 
The environment of examination hall affects students’ 
performance 
4.40 
Mood of paper checker affects students’ performance 3.77 
Strict behavior of invigilation staff in examination hall affects 
students’ performance. 
3.77 
Polite behavior of invigilation staff in examination hall affects 
students’ performance. 
3.93 
Sitting pattern of examination hall affects students’ 
performance  
3.67 
Mismanagement in examination hall affects students’ 
performance in examination. 
4.03 
 
All factors showed the mean scores above 3.00, while the environment of examination hall and 
mismanagements in examination hall obtained higher mean scores than the others. 
 
3.3. Miscellaneous Factors 
 
Types of study for exam, students' handwriting, marking, and so on are belonged to this category. These factors 
may classify as the trivial factors in examination and no one pay attention to them but this study showed the 
importance of them from the students' point of views. The mean score for each of them was shown in table 3.3. 
 
Table.3.3: Mean score for miscellaneous factors 
 
Miscellaneous factors Mean scores 
Short attendance in class affects students’ performance 4.23 
Handwriting of students in answering questions affects 
students’ performance in exams 
3.40 
Rote memory affects students’ performance in examinations.  3.93 
Extra and detail study for exams affect students’ performance  4.10 
Attention and interest of parents towards their children affect 
students’ performance in examination 
3.67 
Strict marking affects students’ performance 3.93 
 
All statements showed the mean scores above 3.00 and short attendance in class and extra and detail study 
for exam got higher mean scores than the others. 
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3.4. Personal Factors 
 
The first two factors showed the problem relevant to examination itself and the third one related to the 
examination and learners, while this factor just related to learners themselves. Consequently, this factor consists of 
students' cognitive, family, financial, and thinking problems. The mean scores related to these factors were 
illustrated in table 3.4.  
 
Table 3.4: Mean score for personal factors 
 
Personal factors  Mean scores 
Student's over confidence about exam preparation affects 
students’ performance during exams 4.10 
Family problems affect students’ performance in examinations 4.17 
Financial condition of students affects students’ performance 
in exams  3.67 
Tension about exams affects students’ performance  3.93 
 
These factors also obtained the mean scores above 3.00 and students' over confidence about exam 
preparation and family problem showed higher mean scores among the others. 
 
3.5. Cognitive Test Anxiety  
 
Last but not least, indicated students' cognitive test anxiety which was categorized as learners' variable. To find 
the results of this questionnaire the total score of each student was computed and the rate of test anxiety for each of 
them was determined. Total scores must range from 27 to 108 for each student. In this regards, students' scores were 
categorized into three groups from the classification in the previous studies (Cassady & Johnson, 2002) including 
low anxiety producing anxiety scores ranged from 27 to 61, moderate anxiety group producing scores ranged from 
62 to 71, and the high anxiety group producing anxiety scores ranged from 72 to 108. The results showed that 50 
percent of students produced high cognitive test anxiety. The statistics showed that 6 students had low anxiety, 9 of 
them had moderate anxiety and 15 students had high anxiety. 
 
The results from both questionnaires supported the findings of the previous studies. For instance, Rasul and 
Bukhsh (2011) concluded that the respondents viewed that at university level most of the psychological, physical, 
socio-economic and educational factors affected their performance in examination as this was seen in this study. 
While the results were the same as the previous studies, the differences were seen in the amount of mean scores of 
the statements. So that this study showed that difficult question, ambiguity in question, the environment of 
examination hall, short attendance in class, family problem and so on are problematic in students' exam 
performance. Danili and Reid (2006) also concluded that the content and presentation of the test, the format of the 
test, and the psychology of the individual are factors that affect students' test performance.  
 
In the case of the second questionnaire, as mentioned early, cognitive test anxiety was considered as students' 
variable so that it is so important to examine it as a factor affected students' performance in examination.  In this 
study therefore, the hypothesis which argued cognitive text anxiety might have negative impact on students' 
performance in exam was confirmed by students ' attitudes. Research on the relationship between test anxiety and 
academic achievement has repeatedly demonstrated that the cognitive domain of test anxiety has a substantial and 
meaningful impact on test performance (Cassady & Johnson, 2002).  
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Research studies have shown that the reason for the impact of cognitive test anxiety in the performance phase is 
that the anxiety prompts interference, distractibility, or inefficient cue-utilization strategies (Cassady & Johnson, 
2002; Sarason, 1986; Schwarzer & Jerusalem, 1992). Besides, this impact on performance varies across individuals 
with test anxiety, based in part on study and coping skills (Onwuegbuzie & Daley, 1996). In addition, Cassady 
(2004) believed that “optimal methods for helping students with high levels of cognitive test anxiety might be rest in 
targeting their affective orientations as well as helping them develop adequate test preparation and adaptive coping 
skills” (p.587). 
 
 
4. Conclusion 
 
This study investigated factors affecting students' performance in examination. In this regards, two variables, 
namely; students' variables (cognitive anxiety and personal factors) and examination variables (extrinsic, intrinsic, 
and miscellaneous factors) were examined from the students' point of view. This study supported the findings of 
previous studies (Rasul, & Bukhsh, 2011 and Cassady, & Johnson, 2002)  and the results showed that the types of 
questions, the environments of examination hall, invigilation, students' cognitive test anxiety, students' family 
problems(emotional and financial), and some other factors played the  important roles in students 'exam performance 
and they must be taken into account.  
 
As a matter of fact, this study advised teachers to train students how to study for exam and to teach them the 
appropriate strategies to deal with the exam difficulties. Also students with high-cognitive test anxiety should be 
helped to overcome negative factors associated with perceptions and behaviors related to test performance. Cassady 
(2004, p.587) suggested to optimize students’ perceptions and behaviors related to educational assessment through a 
program that involves (a) effective goal setting, (b) test preparation skill development, (c) scaffolding for students as 
they prepare for exams, (d) emotional or motivational support from peers or instructors, (e) helping students develop 
and maintain realistic performance attributions, and (f) training on emotional self-regulation during stressful 
experiences. Invigilators, on the one hand, must be trained how to help students in examination hall or how behave 
and manage students. In the case of test developers, they should consider factors affecting students' test performance 
and then concentrate on the test preparation. Since it is implied from findings that determining exam objectives are 
the important factors which must be considered in advanced; consequently, test developers must determine the 
nature of exam based on the students' achievements from the course. 
 
Therefore, paying attention to students' attitudes may be helpful and effective. However, making decision or 
conclusion just based on students' attitudes may be a limitation to this study. And it will be better to analyze these 
findings based on the students' exam results. This study also had another limitation in the case of its samples. They 
were thirty university students and just from two classes. Besides, they were majoring in English language and 
literature which is another limitation. That is, if the questionnaires were given to students majoring in another field 
of study the result might be different from these findings. Language learners not only suffer from test anxiety but 
also they suffer from second/foreign language anxiety especially freshmen students who are new to the academic 
community. They might have brought their pre-University perceptions about assessment and testing. They might 
have false/ inappropriate behaviors towards the kinds of university testing. Therefore, they might feel unsecure when 
faced different kinds of exam process in university.  
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